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When Geoffrey of Monmouth put his pen to paper
to record the King Arthur legend as a part of his The History of the of Kings of Britain,he brought to life for the first
time since the old Welsh Legends the character of Merlin.
But Merlin's development did not stop there. In version
after version of the Arthurian legend he continued to appear, taking on many roles, from tutor to madman, but always maintaining an essential Merlin character of magic,
wisdom, and power. Merlin is always an authoritative figure, gaining his influential position through his extraordinary abilities. He cannot exist as an "average Joe" character
without losing his fundamental nature. In modern Arthurian
literature, Merlin remains a popular figure. One modern
author who uses Merlin as a significant character in his retelling of the Arthurian story is Jack Whyte in his The Camulod Chronicles. Whyte's goal in this series is to place
the Arthurian story in a historical, "if it really happened,
this is how it would have been" context that fits with modern concepts of history rather than complying with the medieval view of history as a malleable and inventible way to
explain God's plan. He thus develops Camulod (Camelot)
as a community built by two retired Roman generals who
remain in Britain at the end of the Roman occupation.
Merlynl is the grandson of one of these generals, and so
grows up raised partly by the Celtic peoples of his mother
and partly by the Roman-Britain peoples of his father. It is
no surprise that Whyte's Merlyn differs from the Merlin of
medieval texts, because Whyte intends to suggest to his
audience the possibility of truth in his Arthurian tale, which
means not placing as much weight on Merlyn as magical
since that is not accepted as feasible today as it was by medieval audiences. Whyte rcalizes that the medieval Merlin
1

Merlyn is the spelling of Jack Whyte's Merlin character, and from this
point on "Merlyn" refers to Whyte's character while "Merlin" refers to
Merlin characters who are not Whyte's

Self-Made Sorcerer, Meghan Hekker

47

is generally not portrayed as a human man-he is magic
and powerful, a sorcerer, a divine being, but he does not
have serious faults or emotions such as depression, joy, or
anger that allow a modern day audience to connect with
him. However, Whyte's Merlyn does maintain some of the
classical features of the medieval Merlin, such as wisdom,
a role as futor and guide, and the appearance, at least, of
magic and mystery. Thus, in order to relate more to today's
readers, Whyte creates a modernized and humanistic Merlyn, a dynamic character who develops into his position of
power rather than being born into it but still maintains his
significance as an above-the-ordinary figure.
In medieval Arthurian texts, Merlin is born a powerful, magic figure, and this is accepted in medieval culture.
One of the best examples of this is in Robert de Boron's
Prose Merlin, because it is the first time Merlin appears "as
a fully developed figure in vernacular literafure" (Rosenberg 305). De Boron is the first Arthurian author to offer
the story of Merlin from childhood to adulthood. However,
there is little difference between de Boron's Merlin as a
child and his Merlin as an adult. He is born in a sort of Immaculate Conception, his virtuous mother impregnated in
her sleep by a demon and thus possessing no knowledge of
how Merlin was conceived. This birth initiates Merlin's
individuation, 'Joining the human and the supernatural and
obliterating the distinction between good and evil in the
union of his virtuous human mother and his demonic incubus father" (Spivack 13). Merlin is, from the beginning, a
figure of magic and power, a combination of good and evil
and old and young that makes him completely unique. His
combination of old and young becomes apparent when he
speaks at the age eighteen months, not in baby sentences
like "Mafllma, get juice," but in an adult vernacular. He
looks at his mother and says, "'Dear mother, do not be
afraid; you will never die on my accou11t"' (de Boron 309).
Not only is this sentence grammatically mature, but it ex-
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presses wisdom, a calm confidence
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in his ability to protect

his mother, and knowledge of the future that characterizes
an adult mind in the not yet two-year-old body of baby
Merlin. This adult baby Merlin is continued when he, in the
process of saving his mother, says, "'I know everyone's
secrets, and if I wanted to reveal them, I could make all
confess"' (de Boron 3l l). Not only does this once again
reflect Merlin's mature mind and knowledge of the future,
but also his awareness of and willingness to use his power.
From the before the age of two, Merlin is able to control
and advise adults just as effectively as he can when he's
fulI grown.
The fact that Merlin is born powerful eliminates the
need to develop him as a character throughout de Boron's
story. He remains static, which makes him unusual in comparison to most of the other Arthurian characters, who are
more dynamic. This is especially clear when contrasting
Merlin's "youth" with the development of Uther. As Nancy
Brown observes in her introduction to de Boron's work,
"While Merlin's personality and powers were revealed,
Uther matures in the book from joyful youth to a grave and
pious king, his character shaped by Merlin's lessons" (102).
Yet, Merlin remains the wiser and stronger figure, more
powerful than the king-his strength lies in the nature of
his magic, which is so ingrained in his essence that he is
born with it, rather than gaining it from lessons he learns.
While Merlin's magic and supremacy from birth seems farfetched today, it fit snugly with the medieval audience.
Those "in medieval Europe who used, feared, promoted, or
condemned magic....not only assumed it worked but could
give (or assumed authorities could give for them) reasonably specific explanations of how it worked" (Kieckhefer
814). Magic, from dark sorcery to Christian miracles, was
believed in by those in medieval times. Merlin being born
with powers was merely a sign of his superiority to the
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fulfill Merlin's

above-the-ordinary characterization.
Jack Whyte, however, writes for a modern audience
that does not believe as readily in magic as a medieval
audience. Today's culture and technology makes modern
readers less likely to "mistake novelty and strangeness for
magic" (Lewis, 417). Consequently, they do not relate as
strongly to a Merlin such as de Boron's, both because they
do not believe magic is feasible and because they do not
believe in a child being born with all the reason and power
of an adult. Modern readers can admire Merlin, "but we
can't identiff with him. The stories about him are wonderful and awe inspiring but we can't live with them"
(Strachan 95). Readers can, however, relate to the idea of
the self-made man so prominent in today's culture. Accordingly, Whyte develops his Merlyn over the course of four
books, starting him off as an ordinary child who learns and
grows through his experiences into the out-of-the-ordinary
figure that is Merlyn.
Whyte's Merlyn is not born in mysterious circumstances, and he does not start automatically as an adult sort
of figure. This is apparent from the prologue of The Eagles'
Brood, the first book narrated by Merlyn in Whyte's series.
The reader is introduced to Merlyn in his old age:
I am Merlyn and men feared to lie to me, believing
me magical. I did not care to disillusion them, since
it suited me in later life to be both magical and
feared...I taught myself well to be uncaring of what
men thought of me. I taught myself well, I say, but
it was far from easy. I was not always lonely, nor
feared and shunned by men. As a boy, my name
was Cay, short for Caius Merlyn Britannicus, and I
had a sunny childhood. (5)
Thus the reader is assured from the beginning that Merlyn
does not have actual magical powers, but merely the facade
of them. It also sets up Merlyn as a character with very
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human emotions-he maintains the pretense of magic for
the power it gives him but he is affected by the way it
causes people to react towards him. He does not like being
shunned and lonely. Furtherunore, this passage assures the
reader that Merlyn's story will be a humanistic one of
change and development-his childhood is "sunny," not
fulI of magic and adult-like behavior as it is for Merlin in
de Boron's work. Whyte's Merlyn has to build up his magician-image and learn to deal with the consequences
through personal experience and hard work. The true powers that set Merlyn apart are nothing more than intelligence,
logic, and curiosity, all of which combine to develop him
into the self-made, relatable, yet still extraordinary figure of
legend.

One way Whyte humanizes Merlyn is by having
him train as a soldier. This effectively fits into Whyte's
goal of a realistic, historically possible Merlyn because
powerful men of Roman and Anglo-Saxon Britain were
those who knew how to fight and defend themselves and
their land. After all, each of the historical figures who are
rumored to have possibly been Arthur (Ambrosius Aurelianus, Vortigern, and Riothamus) gain their brief power
and fame through their fighting forces (Wood 428-41) and
Anglo-Saxon kings who "held a position of pre-eminence
among his fellows" did so by "military prowess" (Blair
241). Furthermore, cavalry forces developed from the Romans, such as those Merlyn helps to improve by accidentally discovering the purpose of stimrps, would have had
the ability to "hammer the Saxons" (Newark 47). Besides
making Merlyn a realistic figure who fits accurately within
today's concept of history, however, Whyte's characteriza'
tion of him as a soldier develops Merlyn in a way relatable
to the reader. War is still a prominent aspect of today's culfure, and modern readers, used to war movies where individual soldiers humanistically triumph through the courage,
discipline, and wisdom they acquire during battle, can un-
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derstand a Merlyn who gains prowess and power through
the same sort of experience.
However, Whyte's charactenzation of Merlyn as a
soldier is also significant for the connection with Christianity it establishes. In Robert de Boron's Merlin, Merlin's
connection to Christianity is an important aspect of his
character. His "knowledge of the future came to him from
God" (309) and he offers to teach Blaise "'how to receive
the love of Jesus Christ"' (3 15). Thus Merlin is a strange
mix of the magic he receives from his demon father and the
magic and Christian faith he receives from God. While this
combination may seem bizarre to modern readers, it was
completely feasible to the medieval audience, where "the
principal reason for the triumph of faerie lies in the fact
that it offered a highly flexible narrative environment
where an idealism much at variance with the orthodoxy of
the age could be given free development" (McAlindon
122). Merlin's trickster powers, which are part of the
"faerie" realm, may seem demonic or threatening but are
made acceptable to a medieval reader by combining them
with a blessing from God. Thus medieval audiences could
experience the thrill of a possibly dangerous side to Merlin
while knowing that he will continue on the righteous path
because in reality he gains his power from God.
In contrast, Whyte's Merlyn's Christian connection, as is revealed through in his actions as a soldier, is not
as dramatic or significant as that of de Boron's Merlin. He
believes in "simple Godliness" (The Eagles' Brood 236),
and shows mercy when possible. He says, "'We cannot
claim to be Christians if we condone senseless and unnecessary slaughter"' (Tlte Eagles' Brood 190). Thus Merlyn
believes in basic Christian morals, similar to many soldiers
who fight today, but he is not acting directly from God and
does not offer to teach others the practice of Christianity.
He is not divine, as de Boron implies his Merlin is, but his
Christianity highlights his empathy and willingness to grant
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mercy to fellow humans and helps his development as a
unique and powerful figure. This makes him a more understandable character-many people today can relate to characters who uphold some of the basic principles of Christianity, even if they are not religious. Not as many can relate,
on a realistic level, to characters who claim to be messengers from God.
Another way Whyte develops Merlyn as a character
is through Merlyn's first performance of "magic." In both
de Boron and Whyte, Merlyn's first magical deed involves
them acting to save someone, and in both cases it creates an
image of power. De Boron's Merlin acts to save his mother
by speaking at her trial. He explains the circumstances of
his birth and convinces the judge that he is both honest and
magically knowledgeable of the past by getting the judge's
mother to confess that the judge's father was actually his
mother's priest. The judge concludes the case by saying,
"'This child has saved his mother from the stake. Let all
who ever see him know that they have never seen and will
never see a man more wise than he"' (315). This demonstrates Merlin's powers at an extremely young age, showing that he is born already able to reason and with the gift
of knowledge of the past. It also points out that Merlin is
considered a wise man by this time, even though he is not
yet two, which again highlights his reaching of fulI potential at birth, rather than developing into a self-made man
like Whyte's Merlyn.
For his first magic trick, Merlyn spirits away a brutalized girl, called Cassandra, through simple deception,
which shows development in his cleverness and his compassion. Concerned for Cassandra's safety, Merlyn
switches her early on in the day with a boy similar to her
size. He then has her transported out of Camulod, distracts
the guards so the boy can slip out of the infirmary, and tells
one of the guards that he had dreamed of a man in a black
cloak carrying the girl out of the main gates. When the
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guard investigates Cassandra is gone and no one but Merlyn and a few ftiends know how (The Eagles' Brood 1246). This event is "the first tale of Merlyn's strange and
magical powers" (127), but the reader has the quiet pleasure of knowing the reality behind the myth. They realize
that Merlyn's magic is not the God/demon-given powers
from birth of de Boron's Merlin, but instead consists of
"smoke and mirrors" put together with humanistic traits of
intelligence, ingenuity, and an honest desire to aide another
person. Each of these are characteristics that the reader has
watched Merlyn develop up to this point, and can relate to.
Thus Whyte suggests that even though "in realistic historical fiction Merlin cannot be a genuine magician...there is
no reason why people around him should not think of him
as one" (Dean 242). Merlyn maintain his myth and the
authority that comes with it without possessing magical
abilities.
Merlyn's myth and power continue to develop when
he is the first to have knowledge of Arthur's birth and its
significance. In de Boron's Merlin, Merlin has an active
role in the conception of Arthur, placing Uther under a
glamour so that he can sleep with Ygerne without anyone
knowing it's him. Merlin then says, "'Now I can tell you
that you have fathered an heir. He will be the gift you have
promised me, for you are not to keep him yourself, and you
will grant me all your authority over him"' (338). Merlin
has specific pre-knowledge of Anhur's birth that, combined
with previous exhibitions of his magic, allows him to gain
control over baby Arthur so that he can shape his destiny.
His advantage is not only that he is aware of Arthur's potential, but that he is directly responsible for Arthur's birth.
Once again, this makes Merlin less relatable to modern
readers because it exhibits Merlin's supernatural abilities,
which have not altered since his birth.
In contrast, Whyte's Merlyn gains power through
knowledge of Arthur simply by understanding the facts,
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possessing intuition, and continuing a dream. Merlyn, ulllike de Boron's Merlin, has nothing to do with engineering
Arthur's birth-he has no involvement in the set up story of
Uther and Igraine. However, he is the first one to learn of
Arthur's birth and the sigRificance of his heritage. Merlyn,
upon learning that the baby is the bastard son of Uther and
Igraine, deduces by simple logic the incredible birthright of
Arthur. Not only does he have claims to Camulod, but to
the Pendragon nation, Cornwall, and a kingship in Eire
(The Eagles' Brood 622). While Merlyn has no part in orchestrating this heritage, he does, partly by intuition, realize
the significance of it. The moment Merlyn lays eyes on the
baby Arthur he grows as a character by realizing the fulfillment of a quest he was not certain he would be able to
complete during his lifetime. Merlyn was charged with
finding the right man to weld the incredible sword, Excalibur, and as he laid eyes on Arthur he "knew him and I shivered with foreknowledge" (The Eagles' Brood 622). Thus
Merlyn's intuition forms a relationship between Merlyn
and Arthur that is more compatible with modern-day
reader's beliefs than the not-as-realistic power of placing a
glamour on Uther like Merlin does in de Boron.
In finding Arthur, Merlyn also realizes the possible
fulfillment of the dream of a High King of Britain that was
established by his grandfather and great uncle. Merlyn's
infuitively recognizes Arthur as "a Leader, perhaps, to weld
together the strongest elements of the people of this land of
Britain" (The Eagles' Brood 622). In this manner, Merlyn
gains knowledge of the purpose of Arthur and how he must
teach and guide the baby into a King. He now develops into
a mentor, just as modern day readers become mentors for
their own children. Because Merlyn gains power over Arthur through knowledge and intuition and has a clear cause
that he hopes to pursue, rather than gaining power through
magic and having a pre-ordained fate chosen for Arthur, he
is more relatable to modern readers. He appeals to them
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because of his role-model character, becoming a mentor for

the reader at the same time he becomes a mentor for Arthur. There is no individual characteristic of Merlyn that a
modern person cannot posses. Instead he gains his influential position through entirely human, attainable traits such
as wisdom and determination in pursuit of a dream-all
ideals modern readers can aspire to in their own quests to
gain self-improvement and power in their lives.
Developing into a mentor, however, does not mean
Merlyn is finished learning and changing as a man. Instead,
Whyte continues the advancement of Merlyn into a figure
of power by forcing him to confront death and insanity in
an event that is not present in de Boron's Merlin but in old
Welsh tales and in Geoffrey of Monmouth's Vita Merlint.
This incident is Merlyn's period of madness. The Merlins
that go mad in old Welsh tales and in the Vita Merlini are
extremely different from Merlins such as de Boron's. They
are figures who are stripped of their power by an insanity
caused by extreme grief at the loss of loved ones. In their
introduction to a version of "Lailokerr," d Welsh tradition
related to Merlin, Aubrey Galyon and Zacharias P. Thomas
connect the story of Mad Merlin to the medieval mindset:
Madness or frenzy is a frequent theme in medieval
literafure...A character's madness usually takes one
of three forms: battle frenzy, prophetic frenzy, or insanity occasioned by extreme sorrow or divine anger. These traditional sources of madness were
deeply influenced by the Christian tradition of the
ascetic or hermit life, in which a saint-to-be took up
residence alone in the desert or wilderness so that his
physical hardships would purigr his soul. (3)
Periods of insanity leading to funher Christianization of
characters were thus accepted by medieval audiences, much
like the comparisons between Christ and Merlin in de Boron's work.
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However, the fact that these times of madness lead
the Merlin figures to be more Christian reveals something
not present in de Boron-dynamic Merlins that develop
and change within the stories. This is more relatable to
modern audiences, even if the strong Christian character
isn't. These mad Merlins are also relevant to modern times
and readers because they suffer from post-traumatic stress
disorder, a common infliction upon soldiers coming home
from wars today. As R.J. Stewart points out, "There are a
number of veterans of the Vietnam war in the USA who
live to this day in the wilds, as Sylvan men, exactly as described by Geoffrey [of Monmouth] when telling of Merlin...war has rendered them unable to be at rest in human
society" (250). Readers can understand this Merlin more
because he is affected by grief and terror-he has human
emotions that they can sympathize with while de Boron's
Merlin generally acts in response to knowledge of the past
or future rather than from emotion. Significantly, however,
these mad Merlins are characters who were like de Boron's
Merlin before they went insane. They already have a reputation of mystery and sorcery, which the madness partly
strips away, displaying vulnerable characters rather than the
previous figures of power.
In contrast, the madness of Whyte's Merlyn spurs
him in a direction other than hermitage and a quest for salvation. When Merlyn's wife, Tressa, dies in an accident
while they are out on a quest to find an enemy called Ironhair, Merlyn goes mad. "Madness," he says, "carL take
many forms. Mine took the form of Peter Ironhair, and because of it, a year was to elapse before I would truly mourn
my Tressa" (The Sorcerer: Metamorphosis 390). This suggests that Merlyn is affected by the same type of posttraumatic stress disorder as the Merlins of the Welsh tales
and Monmouth, unable to mourn his loved one or have any
real emotion except anger and a desire for revenge for a
long time. It establishes extreme grief as the cause of his
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it also emphasizes Merlyn's humanistic
nafure because it reveals "mankind's limitations" (Weller
l3)-Merlyn is not perfect and has to battle emotional obstacles and his own faults in order to triumph as an individmadness. However,

ual. He struggles to overcome his desire for revenge, which
is very different from the reactions of the previous Merlins
to their grief. It does not, by any means, cause him to develop into a more Christian character, as was so important
for the medieval readership, nor does it strip away his
power. Instead, it is responsible for cementing his image as
a powerful magical figure, progressing him from "simple
Merlyn...[to] Merlyn the predator, the avenger and the sorcerer" (Whyte, The Sorcerer: Metamorphosis 391).
It is clear that Jack Whyte makes an effort to provide logical, realistic explanations, such as his madness, for
Merlyn's supposed magical powers in order to keep him a
modernized and relatable character. However, his Merlyn
does maintain the power of prophecy that is a prominent
part of Merlin's character in medieval tales. As previously
discussed, Robert de Boron's Merlin has knowledge of the
past, present, and the future, and is able to gain power by
predicting, for example, the death of a baron. Furthernore,
Geoffrey of Monmouth's Merlin has an entire work called
The Prophecies of Merlin, in which he makes predictions
often using animals as symbols, such as o'A raven shall attend with the kites, and devour the carcasses of the slain."
(Monmouth 49). Merlin's prophetic abilities are part of the
power he receives from his heritage and provide another
connection between Merlin and Christianity for the medieval audience. Christ was a prophet, and Merlin having the
same ability presents him as a Christ figure and grants him
authority without him having to work for it.
Interestingly, Whyte's Merlyn's prophetic ability is
one of the few cases in the book where he is born with a
power rather than having to develop it. This power comes
in the form of prophetic dreams. Merlyn tells his brother, "I
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have dreams, Ambrose, and all too frequently they do come
true and they are seldom pleasant. I have had them all my
life, despite the fact that I abhor and would happily abjure
them" (The Saxon Shore 195). His dreams also often come
with animals symbolizing people or challenges, like those
of the Merlin in Monmouth's work. These dreams allow
Whyte to establish a connection to the popular mythical
Merlin of the medieval works while adding a pinch of mystery to his own Merlyn. Traditionally, Merlin is a character
with unexplainable traits, and while Whyte effectively provides logical reasons for most of them, he keeps Merlyn's
gift of prophecy because a Merlyn without any sort of extraordinary ability, no matter how small, loses his essence
as a Merlin character. However, Whyte keeps Merlyn's
modernized nature with the fact that Merlyn gains no
power from his dreams; there are very few cases where he
even realizes the meaning of the dreams before the prophesized events occur. Thus, for Merlyn, having a dream about
something that will happen, but not being able to control
that event, is not so different from having a good intuition-a tangibly human trait rather than a religious marvel.
Modern audiences who don't believe as strongly in extraordinary powers like knowledge of the future relate more
easily to unexplainable phenomena that add mystery and a
hint of the super-natural without being the reason for Mer-

lyn's success.

Perhaps the most significant aspect of Whyte's
Merlyn's development and modernization, however, is one
that is not present at all in the medieval texts. The Merlin of
de Boron's and Monmouth's works and of the Welsh tales
is a solitary figure whose strength lies within himself. Even
though he has family in his mother, a ftiend in Blaise, and
even sort of father/son relationships with Uther and Arthur,
Merlin has no true support system because he does not need
one-he is born an adult with extraordinary powers that
make him more capable to look after himself than many
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adults are. This Merlin never has to rely on anyone for
help, but is always in the role of mentor and figure of
power-he does not even need his own mother, rather he is
needed by her and is able to save her when he is only eighteen months old. In contrast, Whyte's Merlyn develops
through his relationships with his friends, family, and loved
ones. His curiosity is encouraged at a young age by his Uncle Vamrs, who "would talk to me, and with me, which is
not at all the same thing, for hours on end" (The Eagles'
Brood l6), his brother Ambrose works to develop Merlyn's
persona of sorcerer because he sees the value in the power
that position allows, and Merlyn succeeds in raising Arthur
only because of the help of Tressa and other ftiends such as
the physician Lucanus and the Irishman Donuil (The Saxon
Shore 710). Through each phase of Merlyn's development
he is aided by a close-knit support system that, while consisting of ftiends in addition to relatives, makes up his family. This makes Merlyn more relatable to modern readers
because it reveals that he has to draw on others for strength,
support, and ideas-he is not a herculean figure above the
need for human contact like de Boron's Merlin. Whyte's
Merlyn learns the skills he needs to become a self-made
man, to develop into the extraordinary figure of power that
he becomes, because he is not afraid to accept the help and
love of others.
Some Arthurian traditionalists might argue that
Whyte's reconfiguration of Merlyn deviates too far from
the medieval figure, that his attempt to make the legend
into a more realistically feasible story destroys the essence
of magic and mystery essential to the original tales. However, if an audience is unable to relate personally to the
main characters within a story they are likely to lose interest in it altogether, and modern readers have difficulty connecting to the medieval Merlin because they learn nothing
of his human emotions. Whyte's Merlyn is more realistic
and comprehendible for modern readers because they ac-
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company him through four books of character growth and
development that set up Merlyn as a dynamic figure full of
emotions that readers easily relate to. Medieval Merlin is
born as Merlin, and gains all of his authority through his
powers. Whyte's Merlyn is born an average boy who has to
work up to the position of a King's teacher and powerful
sorcerer through a struggle that mirrors modern day
reader's struggles for success in their own lives. In a culture inundated with self-help books and stories of regular
people achieving greatness, Whyte's Merlyn becomes another example of the type of man readers can strive to emulate. This modernized and historically feasible Merlyn then
helps give the whole Arthurian story a more realistic nature, updating the legend and ensuring its continued popularity for a new generation. Through Jack Whyte's Merlyn,
modern readers can experience the same connection with
Arthurian legends that audiences did in the twelfth century,
and that in itself is a kind of magic.
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